
Non Native species and threats to Ascension Sooty Terns 

 

Despite the eradication of Feral Cat Felis catus predation on Sooty Terns Sterna fuscata by 

non native species continues.  Many exotics were introduced to the island during the last 150 

years but only recently was the damage they caused recognised, goats were the first vertebrate 

to be removed followed by cats in 2004.  Many alien species remain and a list of the current 

non native species that includes all the land birds was compiled by K. Varnham (2004).  We 

completed surveys of land birds in 1994 and again in 2004 during this period the small colony 

of House Sparrows Passer domesticus that lived in the centre of Georgetown died out and can 

be removed from non native species list.  The populations of Canary Serinus flaviventris and 

Waxbill Estrilda astrild has gradually enlarged probably as a result of increased vegetation on 

the Island.  Red-throated Francolin Francolinus afer have also increased in the last few years 

possibly as a result of the eradication of cats.  Of the exotic land birds only the Myna bird 

Acridotheres tristis is invasive.  The British Ornithologists’ Union (1958) estimated the Myna 

population as 400 birds and our estimate in 1994 was 600-800.  The population continues to 

grow today and a flock of over 200 birds can regularly be found on the island rubbish dump 

and the bird now nests in the Sooty Tern Sterna fuscata colony where it predates heavily on 

their eggs.  The Sooty Tern is the only seabird to breed on the main land of Ascension in any 

numbers.  During the last 15 years we completed ten population surveys, measuring the area 

occupied by breeding birds and multiplying by nest density.  Most of the other Ascension 

seabirds nest on Boatswain Bird Island (BBI) and the other cat and rat free offshore stacks.  

Our first full count of seabirds was completed by Blair (1987), on BBI by Nash (1992) and the 

offshore stacks by Morrison and Thompson (1994).  Our monitoring activity now concentrates 

on three mainland study sites where we hold long term records of breeding sea birds.  These 

surveys provide a solid base line from which to measure trends in the population.  Besides 

Myna the Sooty Terns are threatened by two further alien species.  Mexican Thorn Prosopis 

juliflora encroaches onto the breeding colony reducing the available space for nest sites and 

Rat Rattus rattus take eggs and chicks.  We started monitoring the spread of Mexican Thorn 

when it first appeared in the Sooty Tern colony in 1998.  Evidence of rat predation on Sooty 

Terns was first recorded in 2002 and we completed our first rat index the following year.  Each 

year we count and record all nesting birds on the study site together with source and extent of 

any predation.  In October 2005 we completed the latest surveys and found that Mexican 



Thorn continues to encroach onto the Waterside study site but as yet is not a threat, Myna 

birds carry on with their destruction of many thousands of eggs and rats the new menace took 

more than half of the 200 Sooty Tern chicks we ringed at our Mars Bay study site.  The data 

we have collected points to a rapid increase in rat predation and this invasive species needs 

careful monitoring.  The elimination of Feral Cats a major component of the islands ecosystem 

has the potential for unforeseen results.  Long term monitoring at regular intervals using 

precise baselines by an independent team is a vital component of the conservation 

management plan for Ascension.  Wideawake Surveys, an independent not for profit 

organisation and a long time friend of the UK Overseas Territories, in conjunction with 

Service Ornithological Societies have monitored alien species on Ascension for more than 20 

years.  We have mounted regular expeditions to the island and have spent over 1,200 man days 

monitoring the avifauna.  Field report number 16 which contains details of our Oct 05 

expedition is currently being prepared.  Copies of this report and previous reports are available 

on request from:  John Hughes, Wideawake Surveys, The Old Shop, High Street, Shipton 

Bellinger, Hampshire, SP9 7UE, Tel. 01980 843 467, E-mail Wideawake@rasuk.org. 

 

Eggs predated by Myna.  The birds destroy many more eggs than they eat. 
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